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Introduction 

During the past eight years, educational researchers and practitioners 
have turned to methods of collaborative action research as a way of meeting the 
investigative needs of all members of the educational community. Action', 
research, a term first used in the 1940's by Kurt Lewin, implies the application 
of tools and methods of social science to immediate, practical problems, with 
the goals of contributing to v.heory and knowledge in the field of education and 
improving practice in the schools (Kemmis, 1980). Collaborative action research 
suggests that each group represented in the process shares in the planning, 
implementation, and analysis of the research, and that each contributes 
different expertise rnd a unique perspective to the process (Hord, 1981; 
Tikunoff, Ward, and Griffin, 1979). ■ Today's collaborators often include school 
district personnel, univer'sity faculty or educational research and development 
center staff, and federal education agencies which provide financial support and 
guidance. This paper presents an historical overview of the use of action 
research in education and. describes the basic assumptions and expectations which 
continue to characterize collaborative action research projects today. 

Collaborative Acton Research: History 

In the early 1940's, Kurt Lewin used the term action research to describe 
research which^ united the experimental approach of social science with programs 
of social action which addressed major social issues (Kemmis, 1980). Lewin, a 
social psychologist, believed that social problems should serve as the impulse 
for social inquiry. From the research which followed, theory would emerge, and 
necessary social change would be achieved, 

Lewin . (1948) suggested that action research could take two forms: 
comparative research on the conditions and effects of various forms of social 
action, and research that led directly to social action. In either case, 
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"Research that produces nothing but books will not suffice" (Lewin, 1948, p. 

203). Kemmis (198U) summarized Lewin 's- goals for action research as follows; 

Knowledge (theory) about social action could 
develop from observation of the effects of action 
in context: simultaneously, social needs "and 
aspirations mighi be met because action programs 
were aimed at addressing them directly (as action 

i not as principles which might later be applied 

I in action). 

(p. 15). 

Kemmis (1980) suggests that Lewin 's adoption of methods of action research 
stemmed, in part from a growing awareness aft-er World War II of significant 
social problems, including the rights of the individual, prejudice, 
authoritarianism, and industrialization. Lewin challenged the traditional role 
of social scientists, whom he felt needed to address these problems directly: 

Socially, it does not suffice that university organizations produce scientific 
insights" (Lewin, 1948, p. 206). In order to understand and change social 
practice, f.ocial scientists 'had to include practitioners from the social world 
under investigation in all jjhases of their research. Practitioners had to 
understand that only through the use of the social sciences could they "hope to 
gain the power necessary td do a good Job" (Lewin, 1948, p. 213). By working 
together, social scientists! and practitioners could discover new theory -and take 
action which addressed important social concerns. 

Chein, Cook, and Harding (1948) summarized action research in its early 
stages, noting %he unification of theory and practice through the interaction of 
practitioner and social scientist: 

(Action research) is a field which developed to 
satisfy the needs of the socio-^political individual 
who recogniEes that, in science, he can find the 
most reliable guide to effective action, and the needs 
of the scientist who wants his labors to be of 
maximal social utility as well as of theoretical 
significance. 

(p. 44) 



The action researcher studied problems which grew out of the community, rather 
than his or her own knowledge, and worked to make discoveries which could be 
applied in the community setting. 

Practitioners had to be involved in action research not only to use the 
tools of social science in addressing their ccncerns, but also because their 
participation would make them more aware of che need for the action program 
chosen, and more personally invested in the process of change (Chein et al, 
1948). Lewin advocated the incorporation of group work into the research 
process because of the power of. group interaction in producing commitment and 
change in attitude and behavior (Kemmis, 1980; Lewin, 1952). Chein et dl (1948) 
• suggested that when practitioners were involved in all phases of the research, 
the degree of precision of the research findings was less important than t-he 
appropriate direction of the resulting action or change. Lewin (1948), however, 
insisted that action research involving, practitioners was as scientifically 
valid as any other: 

This by no means implies that the research 
needed^ is in any respect less scientific or 

lower' than what would be required for pure 
science in the field of social events. I am 
inclined to hold the opposite to be true. 

(p. 203) 

Stephen Corey (1952, 1953) was among the first to use action research in 
the field of education. He argued that the scientific method had never become 
an important part of educational practice, and that most educational researchers 
arrived at generalizations with no intention of doing anything with the results 
of their research. Through action research, however, changes in educational 
practice would be more likely to occur because teachers, supervisors, and 
administrators would be involved in inquiry and the application of findings. 
Teachers themselves supported Corey's assumptions: 

I 

We are convinced that the disposition to study, 
as objectively as possible, the consequences of 
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our own teaching is more likely to change and 
improve our practices than is reading about what 
someone else has discovered regarding the conse- 
quences of his teaching. The latter, may be helpful. 
The former is almost certain to be. 

(Corey, 1953,. p. 70) 

Corey had more limited claims than Lowin for the results of action 
research. He believed that the value of action- research lay in the extent to . 
which it led to improved practice, and that the generalizations which emerged 
from action research applied to the present situation rather than a broad, 
representative population. Corey may hav6 recognized what other action 
researchers like Kemmis (1980) would later experience: the difficulty in 
producing both generalizable theory and improved practice through action 
research, 

Corey, like Lewin, emphasized the need for researchers and teachers to 
work together on common concerns. Cooperation among teachers and between 
teachers and researchers increased the likelihood that participants would be 
committed to changing their behavior if the study indicated change was 
necessary. It provided a support group within which members could risk change 
and experimentation, and prevented those involved from being manipulated or 
coerced. Instead of being subjects of an experiment, teachers became the 
experimenters. Cooperation also provided a greater range and variety of 
perceptions and competencies from which the group could draw, and increased the 
probability that the study would be within the realm of possibility (Corey, 
1953). 

Corey felt that only minimal differences existed between scientific 
research and the common sense problem-solving methods used by practitioners, 
although he argued that action research required more careful and systematic 
inquiry and interpretation than the common sense method. In the action research 
process he outlined, teachers defined a problem, hypothesized or predicted 



ERIC 



6 

- 4 - 



consequences of a certain action, designed and implemented a test, obtained 
evidence, and generalized from the results. Action research used in this way 
would help practitioners clearly define their problems, try out new practices, 
and gather evidence to test their worth. Teachers and administrators would then 
have a hf,sis for future decisions and actions. 

Beiween 1953 and 1957, interest in action research in education declined. 
Action research was attacked as methodologically poor and unscientific, and 
researchers withdrew to the universities to produce studies more acceptable to 
their colleagues. Practitioners, too, questioned whether or not action research 
lived up to its promises of helping them improve school practice and began to 
use other action-oriented methods of inquiry, such as evaluation (Kemmis, 1980). 

In 1957, Hodgkinson wrote a critique of action research in education, in. 
which he presented the basic arguments against its use. Practitioners, he said, 
lacked familiarity with basic techniques of research, and "research is no place 
fo" an amateur" (Hodgkinson, 1957, p. 1A2). Teachers did. not have time to do 
research, and the time they did put into research detracted from their teaching. 
The use of substitutes for teachers engaged in action research also diminished 
t.e quality of students' education, and placed an extra financial burden on the 
school. Hodgkinson argued that no one had ever examined what happened to 
teachers after they put the results of their research into practice. He 
suggested that teachers might actually become more resistant to change because 
they could defend their present practici by saying that it had been researched 
and proven good, a defense based on the false assumption that the class or 
classes researched represented all future classes. 

According to Hodgkinson, action research' detracted from education in ways 
other than its negative effects on pedagogy. Within a school, action research 
required a group leader who'was sensitive to individual and group needs. "If 

4 

people of this, sort are not available, group cooperation and consensus may be 
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difficult or impossible to obtain. This could lead to failure concerning the 

action research, distrust of the teacher for colleagues, and a general lowering 

of school, morale" (p. 143). Action research also emphasized the separate local 

school and threatened a consistent nationwide program of education. 

Finally, Hodgkinson argued that 'action research was not really research, 

because it did not meet the criteria of valid scientifie methodology. Action 

research did not go beyond the. solution of practical problems, and often did not 

involve controlled experimentation because of teachers' lack of training in 

research. Action researchers did not look for broad generalizations in the 

field of education, nor did they relate their findings to a larger body of' 

theory or knowledge. Hodgkinson's conclusions directly contradicted Lewin's 

belief that action research was valid scientific inquiry: 

Perhaps it would be better to define action 
research as quantified common sense rather than 
as a form of scientific, empirical research. 

(Hodgkinson, 1957, p. 146) 

Sanford (1970) points out that the shift away from action research and 
back toward a distinct split between science and practice was advocated in the 
1960's by the social science establishment in addresses at annual meetings, and 
public panels^ and in reports from commissions. This led to further splits in 
training, so that colleges and universities produced experts in model building, 
research design, and experimentation, or experts in planning, execution, and 
evaluation. 

Federal funding agencies institutionalized the separation of scientific 
inquiry and social practice during this time period (Sanford, 1970). Between 
1954 and 1972, the federal government's goal in educational research and 
development was to promote "improvement oriented change" (Cuba and Clark, 1980, 
p. 9). Federal education agencies used a social science model, in which 
university scholarc. applied for federal funding, did their research, and 
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presented the funding agency with a report of their fndings. The federal 
government made no provisions for linking the research to develcpment or 
dissemination processes so that it could be used to create change in schools. 
Only after the passage of the 1972 Education Amendments Act which established 
the National Institute of Education did the federal government begin to fund 
educational research and development centers which coordinated efforts for 
research, development, diffusion, and adoption (Cuba and Clark, 1980). 

Because of the critiques of action research as unscientific an 
unproductive and the emphasis in the social sciences and federal funding - 
agencies on the separation of research and practice, action research in the 
1960 's and' the early 1970's became inquiry done by piacLiLiojiex s with the help 
of a consultant (Ward and Tikunof f , '.1982) .. During thsse years, action research 
was used to provide in-service teacher training and to improve practice rather 
than to produce generalizable results or theory. 

Action research emphasizes the involvement of 
teachers in problems in their own classrooms 
and has as its primary goal the in-service 
training and development of the teacher rather 
than the acquisition of general knowledge in the 
field of education. 

(Borg, 1965, p. 313) 
The consultants or scientists involved in action research projects served 
as "democratic leaders" who would "stimu;Late and develop the talents of the 
group and train and supervise the participants" as they planned, conducted, and 
evaluated their research (Good, 1963, p. 234). 

An example of this focus in action research is Schaefer 's (1967) proposal 
that teachers use action research to make their. school a center inquiry, rather 
than a distribution center for information. Through their investigations, 
teachers could find better ways of teaching a diverse student population the 
skills and knowledge they needed in society while simultaneously contributing to 
their own intellectual health, growth, and professionalism. Schaefer did 
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advocate school-university collaboration in action reCearch, but the goal of 
inquiry remained the professional development of teachers and the production of 
situation specific, immediately^ useful knowledge. 

In the mid-1970's, new and expanded views of action research in education 
began to appear, first in Britain as the result of continued interest in action 
research in other fields, and later in the United States (Kemmis, 1980; Ward and 
Tikunoff, 1982). The resurgence of action research as a cooperative venture 
which simultaneously contributed to knowledge in the field and improved practice 
reflected growing researcher dissatisfaction with traditional research 
methodology and design and teacher dissatisfaction with available in-service 
programs designed to help them improve their practice. 

In the 1970' s, researchers began to question the applicability of 
quantitative, experimental methodologies to educational settings and problems. 
Traditional research methods tended to restrict the researcher's focus to short 
run events, isolated variables, and a limited range of meanings, creating an 
oversimplified picture of a complex classroom reality (Hall, 1975; Mishler, . 
1979). The experimental method also required that conditions be held constant 
throughout the experiment and yielded data about the effectiveness of a project 
only after it had been completed. Both of these requirements conflicted with a 
teacher's need to modify and improve a "treatment" throughout the process, and 
therefore limited the usefulness of the research as a decision making tool for 
practitioners (Pine, 1981). Clifford (1973), Mishler (1975), Mosher (1974) and 
others saw action 'research as a method which would help researchers more 
successfully examine the contexts and context-dependent actions and meanings in 
which learning occurred while helping teachers address their more immediate 
teaching concerns. 

Another reason for the shift back to action research was researcher and 
teacher dissatisfaction with the linear model of research and development in 
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which researchers validate new knowledge, develop it into a practical format, 
and disseminate it to practitioners for adoption (Ktathwohl, 1974). This 
process created a gap between the researcher and user, and usually resulted in 
little or no implementation of research findings at the classroom l^vel . 
Research infrequently reached practitioners, and when if did it was often 
reported in language which had no meaning for them. Teachers usually felt that 
much of the research available to them lacked practicality and was inconsistent 
with classroom reality (Fisher and Berliner, 1979; Huling, 1981). 

The linear model of educational research and development also imposed 
implementation models and procedures on practitioners who had no ownership of or 
commitment to research in which they had had no part (Clifford, 1973; Hall, 
1975; Huling, 1981). Elliott (1977) explains tnat teachers must become 
conscious participants in the development of theories which arise from their . 
practical concerns in order to make fundamental changes in their practice. Only 
through participation in planning and implementing new practices and observing 
and analyzing their effects will teachers accept and use research findings. 
Again, in the 1970's, action research was seen as an alternative to the ^ 

t } • 

traditional, linear model of scientific research, because it included 
practitioner involvement in research which would be of immediate use in the 
school setting. 

Practitioner involvement in action research also addressed growing 
concerns during the 1970' s that traditional staff development progr'ams did not 
meet teacher needs. Action research would provide teachers with the opportunity 
to gain knowledge and skill in research methods and applications, and to become 
more aware of options and possibilities for change (Tikunoff, Ward, and Griffin. 
1979). Teachers participating in action research would become more., critical and 
reflective about their own practice. Elliott (1977) quotes one teacher involved 
in an action research program who said, "Indeed the value of this research to us 
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may be in the analysis the teacher make of their methods and their whole 
approach to teaching" (p. 13). Teachers' heightened perceptions and 
understanding gives them greater control over their own behavior and makes them 
independent of others for professional growth (Elliott, 1977; Mosher, 1974; 
Pine, 1981). McLaughlin and Marsh (1978) saw staff development through action 
research as a model for professional growth and an ongoing process of problem 
solving and program building within a school. 

The revival of collaborative action research as a method of educational 
research in the 1970's and 1980's is reflected in several projects currently 
underway or recently finished. All of these projects involve school teachers 
and university faculty or research and development center staff. Three recent 
collaborative research projects sponsored by the National Institute of Education 
include the Interactive Research and Development on Teaching Study (Tikunoff, 
Ward, and Griffin, 19981), Huling-'s (1981) Interactive Research and Develoment 
projects, and the Interactive Research and Develoment on Schooling S^iKly 
(Griffin and Lieberman, 1983). 

The original Interactive Research and Development Study (Tikunoff et al, 
1981) was implemented at two sites - one in an urban setting in California, the 
other in a rural setting in Vermont, The California team consisted of four 
teachers, one researcher, and one trainer/developer, all on the school district 
staff. The Vermont team included a university researcher, three teachers from 
one school district and two trainer/developers. The principal investigators on 

this project found that interactive research and development could produce 

1 

rigorous research and stimulate staff development under certain conditions. 

The IR & DT strategy was next used by Huling (1981) to establish 
collaborative study between researchers and staff developers from the Texas Tech 
University and Teacher Corps staff and teachers from local school districts. 
Each team consisted of one to three teachers, one university professor who 
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served as researcher, and one member of the Teacher Corps staff who served as 
staff developer. 

In this study, Huling tried to determine the effects of participation in a 
collaborative action research project on teachers' concern for and use of 
research findings and practices. She found that teachers who participated in 
the project demonstrated significantly greater changes in concern about the. use 
of research findings in their practice, higher levels of research and 
development skills, and more positive attitudes about using research findings in 
their teaching than teachers who did not participate. 

Griffin, Lieberman, and Jacull-Noto (1980)studied collaborative research by 
extending it to three different contexts. In their project, they established 
teams on which the practitioners were: 1) teachers working out of a teacher's 
center, 2) representatives of several school districts working through an 
Intermediate educational agency, and 3) high school teachers. The first team 
consisted of four teacher center specialists and a researcher and staff 
developer from Teachers College. There were four secondary school teachers from 
two cooperative school districts on the second team; a researcher from Teachers 
College an a staff developer from the- coordinating staff of an intermediate 
education agency serving the school districts. There were four elementary 
school teachers from one school district on the third team along with a 
researcher who was a teacher which a completed Ph.D. and a staff developer who 
was assistant superintendent for curriculum and instruction. 

Other recent collaborative action research projects include Little's study 
of staff development in a school district; Hord's (1981) study which focused on 
the collaboration between a research and development center and a school 
district whose goal was to raise student performance on achievement tests; and 
Evans, Stubbs, Duckworth, and Davis (1981) Teacher Initiated Research, a project 
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which aimed to give teachers the opportunity to improve their practice while 
carrying out research projects in their classrooms. 

The most recent NIE funded collaborative action research study is the 
Action Research on Change in Schools project undertaken by Sharon Oja and Gerald 
Pine (1981). In this project, university researchers collaborated with the 
' staffs of two public middle/ juhior high schools to develop research questions 
and investigate practice-related problems. Both research teams focused on 
school-based scheduling issues and their impact on teaching and learning 
conditions in the school. This study was unique in several ways: 1) the 
principal Investigators were team members, 2) theories of adult development were 
used to analyse teachers' experience as collaborators, and 3) the projects 
chosen were school-based rather than focused on classroom practice or teacher 
behavior. 

Action research, initiated in the 1930's by Kurt Lewin, and adapted by 
educators in the late 1940's, has Ve-emerged as a viable method for conducting 
educational research which contributes to knowledge in the field and improved 
practice. In recent studies, tJig method itself has become a topic for inquiry 
with the assumption that an understanding of the elements underlying successful 
collaborative action research will lead to more effective resaerch designs and 
processes in education. - 

Expectations of 'Collaborative Action Research 

Ward and Tikunoff (1982) point out that the underlying premises and 

requirements of current action research projects closely re sembie^ those applied 

in action research conducted thirty and forty years ago. The^ey to action 

research past and present appears to be its collaborative nature, through which 

the needs of both researchers and practitioners are met. 

Action research aims to contribute both to the 
practical concerns of people in an immediate 
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problematic situation and to the goals of social 
science by joint collaboration within a mutually 
acceptable ethical framework. 

(Rapoport, 1970, p. 499) 
Despite the fact that the specific forms and definitions of collaboration differ 
from project to project, each "grounded by the participants and institutions 
they represent" (Ward and Tikunoff, 1982), certain common expectations about the 
process of collaborative action research emerge. 

These expectations can be grouped into three categories: 

1) participation in the research process: teacher 
and researcher roles; 

2) staff (practitioner) development: expectations 
and outcomes; and 

3) conditions or requirements necessary for 
successful collaborative action research. 

Although the categories contain some overlapping elements, I will present each 

as separate, and then discuss some of the problems involved in carrying out a 

collaborative action research project. 

1. Participation in the research process: teacher and researcher roles 
■ Hord (1981) distinguishes between cooperation and collaboration, 
suggesting that in the former, participants roach some agreements but proceed 
individually toward self-defined goals, while in the latter, participants work 
together on all phases of a project which . provides mutual benefits. Little 
(1981), Oja and Pine (1981), and Tikunoff, Ward, and Griffin (1979) also 
emphasize that in collaboration, teachers and researchers set common goals and 
mutually plan the research design, collect and analyze data, and report results. 
They claim that the involvement of both groups in every stage of research, 
development, and application allows for the' connection of theory and practice 
throughout a project, and provides both teachers and researchers with the 
"opportunity for reflection and for unexpected insight into situational 
realities" (Little, 1981, p. 4). 

I 
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Most collaborative action research focuses on practical problems defined 
by the participating practitioners (Elliott, 1977; Rapoport, 1970; Wallat, 
Greert, Coniin, and Haramis, 1981). The researcher, or social scientist, may 

provide related theoretical problems, or plan additional research in conjunction 

I 

with the teachers' project, so that the research addresses and cotitributes to 
both practical and theoretical issues and concerns. Tikunoff, Ward, and Griffin 
(1979) describe this sharing of responsibility as follows: 

... collaboration is viewed as teachers, researchers 
and. trainer developers working with parity and 
assuming equal responsibility to identify, inquire 
into, and resolve the problems and concerns of 
classroom teachers. Such collaboration 4-ecognizes 
and utilizes the unique insights and skills 
provided by each particpant while, at the same 
time, demanding that no set of responsibilities 
is assigned a superior status. 

;(p.*10) 

Wallat et al (1981) point out t ha t"*"" parity and equal responsibility" in 
collaboration "do not mean that each member has an equal role in decision making 
or input during all phases of the study. Role shifts occur depending on the 
needs of the situation. Continuity is provided by the researchers through the 
communication and collaboration network they establish with those involved in 
the study" (p. 94). In collaborative action research, researchers and 
practitioners contribute from the knowledge and skills which they have to a j 
jointly defined research project and process. / 
In assuming these roles, both researchers and teachers must become 

conscious of possible differences in perceptions and assumptions which result /' 

/ 

from their different positions in the field. To avoid conflicts, teachers antj' 
researchers must maintain open communication throughout all stages of the 



process (Wallat et al, 1981). For teachers, this may require a willingness 

discuss their own problems and limitations, to share in the activities and /deas 

/ 

/ 
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of others, and to be open to learning new skills and behaviors of use in the 
research process (McUughlin and Marsh, 1978; Pine, 1981). 

Researchers must convince university peers and funding agencies that \^ 
working in. schools is viable research (Fisher and Berliner, 1979; Rapoport, 
.1970), and must themselves accept that "getting their hands dirty" in classroom 
complexities is an appropriate and rewarding research process (Pine, 1981, p. 
13). 'In order to make collaboration successful, researchers must learn to work 
with teachers as peers and be sure that their work supports rather than 
interferes wd-^h., teachers* ongoing school responsibilities. Bown (1977) suggests 
that university researchers should understand that 

... collaboration is an endless series of daily 
acts which respect equal partnership in ipint 
undertakings rather than a flag to be saluted 
annually with glib rhetoric. 

(p. 7) 

2. Staff development: expectations and outcomes 

Kurt Lewin advocated action research into social problems in part because 
he believed that social change depended on the commitment and understanding of 
those involved in the change process (Lewin, 1948). Action rese ch in 
education has often been seen as a way of involving teachers in changes which 
improve teaching practice. The assumption, based on Lfewin's work, is that if 

4 

teachers work together on a cqmmon problem clarifying and negotiating ideas and 
concerns, they will be more likely to change their attitudes and behaviors if / 
research indicates such change is necessary (Hall, 1975; Hodgkinson, 1957).^/ 
Elliott (1977) and Little (1981) both suggest that collaboration provides / 
teachers with the time and support necessary to make fundamental changes in 
their practice which endure beyond the research • process . 

Another expected outcome of action research in education, beyond change in 
practice, is teachers' professional growth. Collaboration provides teachers 
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with many different perspectives of problems and solutions from colleaj^ues and 
university faculty. Through action research, teachers also gain new knowledge 
which helps them solve immediate problems, broaden their general knowledge base 
as professionals, and learn research skills which can be appli-ed to future 
interests and concerns (Mosher, 1974). As a result, teachers become more 
flexible in t^heir thinking, more receptive to new ideas, and more able to solve 
problems as they arise (Pine, 1981). 

Hall (1975) suggests that action research also benefits the community in 
which it occurs, in this case the school or district, as well as the individual 
teachers who participate. Hall and others claim that through the process of 
collaboration, teachers tend to arrive at research questions wh^ch address 
school or district concerns rather than the problems of an individual teacher in 
the group. Their research results can then be used in the school or system as 
well as in participating teachers' classrooms. (Borg, 1965). Teachers who have 
participated in collaborative action research projects also say' tha^" the process 
created new pattetris of colleagiality , communication, and Sharing in their 
schools which carried' over into and improved other activities and projects 

6 

(Little, 1981). Collaborative action research seem6 to address staff 
development concerns for school and district growth as well as for individual 
teacher change. 

3. Conditions necessary for collaborative action research 

Successful collaborative action research appears to depend on teacher 
characteristics, school organization nnd climate, available resources, and 
research project structure. Teachers who have a sense of their own efficacy and 
who are willing to discuss their concerns and experiment with new ideas will be 
most likely to contribute to and benefit from action research efforts (Hall and 
Herd, 1977; McLaughlin and Marsh, 1978). Rainey (1973) also suggests that 
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teachers who have some knowledge of research techniques and who can cooperate 
with other faculty and students will be successful participants in action 
research. 

Elliott's (1977) study indicates that the school context affects teache:-;' 

willingness and ability to participate in the process of action research. Corey 

(1952) and Pine (1981) suggest that teachers need an atmosphere in which they 
V ... ' / 

are free to identify problems for inquiry, experiment with solutions, and / 

/ 

express and share ideas with colleagues and administrators. Some of this/ 

/ 

freedom comes from an administration which recognizes colleagial rather/than 

hierarchical authority, and allows teachers to make decisions which influence 

/ 

their practice and inquiry (Schaefer, 1967).. ideally, the administ'^ation not 
only provides teachers with the freedom to exper.iment, but also gives them the 
recognition needed to legitimize their project andensyre its' continuation in 
the future ^McLaughlin and Marsh, 1978). 

Administrative support may take the form of resources such as time and the 
technical and material assistance necessary to the research project's success. 
Many who advocate collaborative action research claim that time restraints often 
limit the research. In 1967, Schaefer said that teachers needed reduced 
teaching loads in order to step back from and reflect on teaching and learning. 
More recently, as economic and demographic pressures decrease the amount of 
in-school free time available to teachers, those writing aboOt action research 
suggest only that "participants must be willing to devote the necessary time to 
Joint endeavors" (Hord, 1981, p. 9). Although the question of how to provide it 
remains unanswered, agreement exists that time is a valuable resource and a 
necessary condition for successful collaborative action research. 

Action research also requires technical assistance and iraterial support, 
which may include xeroxing, locating literature, and designing data collection 
tools. Teachers may need training in research techniques or new classroom 
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practices and the input of observers or consultants in their classrooms as they 
conduct their inquiry. A" times these resources can be provided by the 
university participants in the project; in other cases the school or system may . 
agree to support the project in these ways. 

The final set of requirements for successful collaborative action research 
concerns the organization of the project itself, and includes jointly-defined 
goals, frequent communication among participants, and strong leadership. Hord 
(1981), McUughlin and Marsh (1978), and Wallat et al (1981) all stress the 
. importance of negotiating and articulating clear and specific goals from the 
outset of the project. Clear goals provide all participants with a sense of the 
project's value and what they will gain from it and establish a shared frame' of 
reference from which hypotheses and future plans can be generated. Commitment, 
shared control, and participants '..roles and functions can all develop from 
mutually defined goals. . 

iShared goals imply patterns of communication which facilitate interaction. 

Communication between university researchers and ..teachers can often break down 

due to differences in language, perceptions, and expectations which result from 

their different positions in the field (Holley, 1977). 

Given this natural breach of language, and more 
importantly the thinking it represents, a 
collaborative research effort must take special 
pains to ensure that the different members 
of the collaborative team use the same language 
and understand each others' concerns. 

(Mergendoller, 1981, p. 6) 

Frequent interaction among participants in the research project, through team 

meetings and more informal discussions, is a requirement of action research 

which helps to overcome communication difficulties and contributes to mutual 

understanding of goals, techniques, and perspectives (Corey, 1953; Hord, ;981). 

Hord (1981) also calls for strong leadership in a collaborative action 

research project, by someone who can set a positive example as a collaborator. 



I 
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This often means that the leader must disperse his or her power, sharing control 
and allowing others to delegate and assume responsibility. Hord's comments and 
Bown's.(1977) suggestion that researchers must be sensitive to the demands of 
the collaborative process on teachers, are among the few references to group 
leadership or to the characteristics of university researchers which contribute 
to successful collaborative action research. This lack of emphasis may reflect 
the fact that those reporting on action research tend to be university 
researchers; teachers themselves infrequently report on the research process or 
findings, although several of the reports (Herd, 1981; Little, 1981; Tikunoff, 
Ward, and Griffin, 1979) take teacher responses into consideration in discussing 
characteristics and requirements of collaborative action research. 

4. Problens i.n conducting collaborative action research 

Many of the problems involved in carrying out collaborative action 
research stem from the same element which contributes to its value: its 
collaborative nature. The first problem is initiating a collaborative project 
between school and university. Ferver (1980) points out that universities tend 
to be more interested than schools in participating in collaborative research. 
Practitioners have found internal resources for solving their problems and 
remain skeptical of university people's interest in or ability to solve the 
problems schools presently face. Ferver also notes what he calls "problems of 
match" between schools and universities which make mutual goal setting and ' 
research design difficult. These problems of match include discrefjancies 
between what university faculty are funded, trained, and rewarded to do and what 
schools want them to do, and between the theoretical, information-giving 
orientation of the university faculty and the problem 'solving and staff 
development needs of the school. 



A second problem arises from the ..idea that action research should address 
the concerns of all participants. University researchers approach a 
collaborative project with the expectation that it will lead to generalizable 
results which can be shared with the educational research community. Teachers 
expect to find ways of improving their teaching or their school, and they 
emphasize Che importance of using the project as a Way of sharing ideas with 
.colleagues and reflecting on their own practice (Florio, 1983). Differences 
between researcher andi> teacher concerns may lead to different perceptions of 
acceptable group processes and research outcomes, and may credte conflict or 
frustration for J()oth teachers and researchers. 

Collaborative action research which focuses on the concerns of 
practitioners may not always be able to produce both generalizable knowledge in 
the field of education and improved practice. Kemmis (1980) explains that 
traditional educational theory has not emerged from his study: 

Preliminary analysis suggests that the theoretical 
prospects for action research are only moderate, if 
'theoretical' payoff is measured in terms of • the 
literature of educational researchers. ... If 
theoretical payoff iS defined in terms of the 
development of critical communities of practitioners, 
then the results are far more encouraging. 

(p. 13) 

Others have claimed that teacher development is not always an outcome of 
collaborative action research. Like Hodgkinson (1957), Broadfoot (1979) argues 
that teachers are unlikely to make any major changes in their practice over time 
even as participants in a collaborative action research project, because of 
their investment in the educational system as it stands. It may also be the 
case that some of the research carried out collaboratively has no more use or 
meaning for teachers than most traditionally conducted research. Oja (1980) 
suggests that teacher, .growth through involvement in action research may depend 
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on each individual's stage ^of psychological development. Some project 
participants may. be more willing and able than others to experiment and changei 

The third problem arises in the processes of collaboration which occur 
between the project's inception and the production of its results. Hord (1981) 
explains that each teacher or researcher who participates in a collaborative 
project has "an individual interpretation of the meaning of the process, and the 
extent of his/her contribution to it will rest on that individual presumption" 
(p. 4). This suggests that even if university researchers and teachers are 
using the same language, they may be attributing different meanings to the 'same 
words. Collaboration entails trying to discover and account for the diverse 
meanings, interests, and requirements of the individuals involved as the group 
identifies a researchable problem and designs, implements, and analyzes its 
research (Borg, 1965; Little, 1981). 

Hodgkinson (1957), Hord (1991), and Mosher (1974) call for good leadership 

in collaborative action research to be responsive to individual and group needs 

and concerns, but they do not explain leadership techniques or characteristices 

which wou-ld help or hinder individual and group growth. Pine (1981) explains 

that collaboration requires a conscious effort, although he, too, leaves out 

specifip means for achieving positive interaction: 

We gratituitously assume collaboration wi.U happen 
if we bring people together as members of a task 
force or committee. It is essential to have people 
focus in right away on what collaboration demands . . . 
Collaboration is a dialectical and dialogical process 
with a lot of give and take and its use in action 
research requires that university faculty and class- 
room :eachers build trust, communicate, and solve 
problems from the beginning. Action researchers need 
to prepare themselves for dealing with the conflicts 
which naturally emanate from the interface of the 
different norms, behavioral regularities, and values • 
of the university and school. Collaboration is not 
achieved naturally. It is a sophisticated process 
which must be taught and learned deliberately. 

(p. 27-28) 
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As 1 have suggested, recent collaborative studies have begun to examine the 
process of collaboration as well as the product, or the research produced. 
Focusing on a research team's growth as a productive group and analysing the 
research process that develops over time allows trends and patterns" to emerge 
which suggest answers to some of the problems and questions involved in carrying 
out successful collaborative action research. Many practitioners themselves 
point to the process in which they engaged as the most valuable part of the 
research experience. Thus, the future of collaborative action research seems to 
lie in exploring how the collaborative process of an action research team 
contributes to long term professional development, improved practice, and 
educational theory. 
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